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With the series of photos Sisters! 
Brothers! about sex workers on Zanzibar 
(Tanzania), at the start of 2015 Ghent 
University student Liza Van der Stock 
won the Accademia Apulia UK Freedom 
to Love award. With another series she 
has also been nominated for the Sony 
World Photography Awards.

‘I’m studying sociology at Ghent Univer-
sity and photography at the KASK. Last 
year I spent three months in Tanzania 
to interview sex workers for my master 
thesis in sociology. In this I’m looking at 
how their social networks function and 
how they deal with exclusion, violence 
and misery.
 
In this photo – The Kiss – you can see 
Hans and Simon, two male sex workers. 
They are doubly stigmatised in Tanzania 
as homosexuality and sex work are illegal 
there. Because the outside world is so 
hostile, they only feel at ease in the inti-
macy of their own room. I don’t see my 
photos as illustrations to my research. 
They tell just as much as words, but in a 
different way. For example, photos reveal 
the intimacy of daily lives much better. 
They enrich the sociological approach 
with nuances. When I’m a photographer 
I’m still a sociologist – I want to use 
images to study social issues.’

REACTOR

VISUAL SOCIOLOGY
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Their passion? Ghent University!
They are young and enthusiastic and take part 

in discussions on Ghent University policy. We went to talk 
to the representatives of the assistant academic staff and 
research staff on broad consultation, excellent teaching, 
the A1 mania – and their passion for Ghent University.

Made@Ghent University
Wilson De Pril is director general of Agoria. 

He takes a nostalgic look back at his time as a student 
at Ghent University. ‘It was one of the best and most 
interesting periods of my life.’
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Legalise, but don’t commercialise

What is the best approach to drug use? Does 

 repression help or should we think about 

regulation? We presented six drug clichés to 

Professor Tom Decorte, director of the Institute 

for Social Drug Research at Ghent University.

THE PROS AND CONS:

he social consensus on drugs is often 
very different to the political and so
cial consensus’, according to Professor 
Tom Decorte (department of Crimi

nology, Criminal Law and Social Law). In May he 
is organising an international conference on 
drugs policy at Ghent University.
 

Drugs are addictive and unhealthy  
– so they should be illegal.

‘Our Institute for Social Drug Research (ISD) 
 deliberately doesn’t use the traditional  criminal 
or medical interpretation framework to study 
drug use. Our approach is sociological. As 
a criminologist you are all too aware that 
criminal law is the effect of what people have 
 decided at a certain point in history – remem
ber  that homosexuality  and abortion were once 
crimes too …
 

CLICHES ON DRUGS

T

6
1
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This is also the case for drugs and intoxicants. 
Some have remained on the legal side of 
the law, such as alcohol and nicotine.  Others 
have been made a criminal offence. And 

Ghent University  
organises international conference

 
Every year the International Society for the Study of Drug Policy 
(ISSDP) organises a conference to discuss recent developments 

in the area of drug policy. This conference attracts 100 to 
200  scientists each year from all over the world who often play a 
determining role in policy discussions and legislation in their own 
country. This year the conference is to be held at Ghent University.

 
‘The conference is the only one of its kind’, according to Professor 
Tom Decorte. ‘Of course, there are other conferences with a medi-
cal angle or that deal with aspects of drug policy, such as damage 

limitation using methadone or the exchange of needles. But this is 
the only general conference on drug policy in the world.’

 
‘I’m really pleased that the conference is coming to Ghent this year, 

precisely because there is so much interest in drug policy at the mo-
ment. There will be speakers on subjects such as the first effects of 
the legalisation of cannabis in Uruguay and in various states in the 

US. Other presentations include the African harm reduction policy, 
Asian bootcamps, HIV prevention policy, the internet as marketplace 

for drugs, the fight against organised crime, the development of a 
local drug policy and the most recent trends in drug use (designer 

drugs). In any event it will be extremely interesting!’

The conference will take place 
from 20 to 22 May 2015

Het Pand,  
Onderbergen 1, 9000 Gent. 

WWW.ISSDP2015.UGENT.BE

there’s no scientific logic to this. If you look at 
which drugs are the most dangerous physically 
and mentally, then nicotine, heroin and alcohol 
are at the top of the list. Two of these are legal. 
Cannabis is much lower down the list.’
 

Legalisation?  
No global consensus for this.

‘Fifty years’ ago the war on drugs was laid down 
in international conventions. At the time most 
countries had hardly any experience with drug 
problems, but for all kinds of reasons still signed 
these conventions. In the meantime doubt is 
growing whether this war on drugs is the best 
strategy to protect public health – which after 
all is the ultimate objective.
 
In the US cannabis has now been legalised 
completely in four states and more than 
twenty other states permit the use of cannabis 
for medical reasons. In Latin America, where 
the army has been used against drug cartels 
in many places, these cartels are stronger 
than ever. Drug wars between the cartels and 
the government and between the cartels 
among themselves have cost the lives of tens 
of thousands of people. The realisation is 
growing that this approach does not work and 
Uruguay is now the first country in the world 
to legalise cannabis completely. Many other 
countries, in Europe too, have decriminalised 
the possession of cannabis. Fifty Dutch mayors 
want to see the production of cannabis 
regulated. And I could go on: the correct 
approach to drug use is under discussion right 
up to UN level.
 
Of course, there are countries that don’t agree 
with this. Russia has currently emerged as the 

2
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new proponent of the war on drugs. In Malaysia 
and Indonesia the policy has become stricter 
and people are being executed again. However 
this may be: the consensus of fifty years ago has 
broken down.’
 

Legalisation opens up the way 
for multinationals to promote 

and push drugs, just like they do with 
alcohol and food.
‘Regulation does have a lot of advantages. As 
a government you have more control. Because 
tobacco is legal, the government can impose 
regulations on the packaging – they should in-
clude health warnings. The government can for-
bid you from smoking in a café. The product is 
controlled; in the case of alcohol it is stated on 
the bottle what it contains and you don’t get the 
residues of pesticides or harmful fungi like you 
do with cannabis obtained on the black market. 
And as a user you know that your money isn’t 
going to criminals, but to the state, that may use 
it for dissuasion campaigns if necessary.
 
But the alcohol and tobacco model is only 
one specific form of regulation. It is a com-
mercial model and commercialisation has very 
 significant disadvantages. A commercial market 
is very difficult to regulate. It took a very long 
time before we were able to place restrictions 
on the tobacco sector. Powerful companies 
that play down unfavourable scientific research 
and use every possible means to encourage 
consumers to smoke and drink more: this is just 
what we don’t want.
 
So for this reason I am for regulation, but not 
for commercialisation. For example, you could 
also have a state monopoly, with a few com-

3

panies licensed by the government to produce 
and sell cannabis – these could also be public 
companies. If you make sure that only adult 
Belgians can buy their cannabis there, you could 
put an end to drug tourism too.’

The scientific approach
Professor Tom Decorte: ‘What politics 

and society think about drugs is one 

thing. The scientific consensus is often 

very different.’
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Why stop at cannabis? Why not 
legalise all drugs right away?

‘We’re just coming out of a period in which 
the war on drugs was the cure-all. Now the 
world is more like a laboratory: with canna-
bis in particular other approaches are being 
used and we can learn a great deal from this. 
We may assume that legalisation in Uruguay 
is a good thing, but the precise effects still 
have to be demonstrated. Purely as a precau-
tion I don’t think it’s a good idea to legalise 
everything immediately. Where cannabis 
is  concerned we need first to regulate and 
 evaluate things properly.
 

You can’t treat all drugs the same. In com-
parison with a lot of other drugs cannabis is 
less dangerous and it has long ceased to be a 
marginal phenomenon. Lots of people have 
experimented with it at some time or another. 
And this is certainly not the case with drugs 
like cocaine and heroin. In my opinion, it’s not 
desirable to completely legalise a particularly 
dangerous drug like heroin. And another ques-
tion is whether you should punish heroin users. 
Portugal has passed legislation that means 
that the possession of any drug whatsoever for 
personal use is no longer a criminal offence and 
this hasn’t resulted in increased use.’

6

Marginal?
Professor Tom Decorte ‘Our ideas about drugs 

are often determined by the fact that we only see 

the cases that end up needing help. Very often, 

these are the worst case scenarios.’

4
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Cannabis was legalised in 
the Netherlands in the seventies 

and it didn’t work.
‘Of course, thirty years’ later it’s easy to look 
back and say that this was a mistake. But the 
Netherlands did bring about a radical break in 
the trend and it did achieve a great deal. For 
example, it demonstrated that not everyone 
starts using weed en masse if you decriminalise 
its use. The Netherlands was also successful in 
more or less separating the cannabis market 
from other drugs.
 
At the same time the experiment was doomed 
to failure. It couldn’t have been more absurd: 
you tolerate the use, you can even open shops 
to sell cannabis – but you don’t legalise pro-
duction and supply. These remain mainly in 
the hands of criminals and although repres-
sive action is taken against them they aren’t 
frightened off by it. Moreover until recently the 
Dutch had opened their doors to drug tourism, 
resulting in huge coffee shops like Checkpoint in 
Terneuzen, with 3,000 customers a day. If I lived 
in that area I wouldn’t like to live next to a coffee 
shop like that.
 
I don’t believe that regulation is the 
 answer to all drug problems. But it does 
provide  instruments to gain more control 
of a phenomenon that is now completely 
uncontrollable. We can learn a great deal from 
the experiences with alcohol and tobacco, and 
from experiments elsewhere, and we can make 
a fresh start.’
 

5 6 Drug users are  
marginal people.

‘Drug use is never a form of healthy behaviour 
and for some people it leads to really big prob-
lems. This partly depends on the substance – 
heroin and nicotine, for example, are particularly 
addictive. It also depends on the method of use, 
all kinds of characteristics of the user and on 
the social context in which drugs are used. Most 
people don’t use addictive substances and con-
tinue to function normally, but some people do.
 
So the truth isn’t black and white. A lot of people 
drink alcohol occasionally and for recreation 
without experiencing too many problems with it. 
While others do develop a serious alcohol prob-
lem due to personality traits, genetic characteris-
tics, painful traumas, forms of social exclusions, 
etc. The same is true of cannabis: a lot of people 
use it now and then or in an experimental phase 
of their life. Others become addicted and end up 
requiring help. For my doctoral thesis I studied 
cocaine users who continue to function in soci-
ety and continue to fulfil their responsibilities as 
an employee, parent and partner.
 
Our ideas about drugs are often determined by the 
fact that we only see the cases that end up need-
ing help and these are often the worst case sce-
narios. To make a comparison with alcohol once 
more: some people sometimes have one drink 
too many because it makes them feel good. And 
if you’ve got personal problems, perhaps drinking 
makes you feel better temporarily. But if you do 
this on a regular basis, you’re asking for trouble.’

11
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ONGOING EVENTS

Creative Writing Group (UGent)
5 Mar 2015

The observant mind may already have seen this beautiful
creature, but for those who haven’t yet: as of today, the English
Department at the Blandijn is sporting a poem dispenser! For a
20c piece, you can get a poem from this wonderful contraption.
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From 30 November to 11 December 2015 a new 
international climate summit is to be held in Paris. 
Ghent University is planning actions and initiatives 

to underline the importance of this. An evening 
has been arranged to launch the campaign to fight 
for the climate. Together with 7,000 supporters the 
non-profit organisation Klimaatzaak is preparing a 
court case against the Belgian government. Serge 

De Gheldere, Nic Balthazar and Francesca Van 
Thielen from Klimaatzaak are coming to talk about 
this and enter into discussion with the audience.

But it’s not only companies that are taking up the 
fight. A lot of (former) students are also getting in-
volved. With the Climate Express we are mobilising 
as many people as possible for Paris. And Transitie 

UGent is preparing a creative route along Ghent 
University locations. These initiatives will also be 

discussed during the evening.

5 May 2015 at 20.00 hours in the University Forum 
(Ufo). Sint-Pietersnieuwstraat 33, Gent

WWW.UGENT.BE/DUURZAAMHEID

ON THE WAY  
TO THE CLIMATE SUMMIT

From 6 to 15 July 2015 for the fifth time enthusias-
tic students from the Faculty of Medicine and Health 

Sciences will be organising – with the support of 
the dean and rector – a Summer School on Health 
& Migration. They are inviting students from all over 

the world for a  ten-day programme: exciting lectures 
by Ghent University professors and other experts 

and mind-broadening presentations on health and 
migration will be interspersed with all kinds of social 

and cultural activities. Of course, the students will 
also get to know Ghent and will be able to sample 

Belgian beers and  culinary specialities. Every year the 
mix of education and debates, pleasure and multi-

cultural exchanges results in lasting friendships.
 

HTTP://SUMMERSCHOOLGHENT.WIX.COM/MEDICINE

MIX OF EDUCATION AND PLEASURE

Islamic scholars were pioneers in the area of mathemat-
ics, physics, astronomy and medicine. A symposium, or-
ganised by Professor Giovanna Lelli (department of Lan-
guages and Cultures), is to be held at Ghent University 
on the contribution of Islamic science. The symposium 
is in honour of Professor Roshi Rashed, a world- famous 
Egyptian scholar who has dedicated his life to the classi-
cal Arab sciences. Professor Rashed will provide an over-
view of the achievements of Islamic mathematics and 
physics. Afterwards there will be plenty of  opportunity 

for interdisciplinary dialogue, including discussion of the 
question how to bridge the gap between the humanities 
and the exact sciences.
 
The symposium Islam and Science: a Living Heritage 
will be held on 8 May 2015, from 10.00 to 17.00h.  
Location: Jozef Plateauzaal, Jozef Plateaustraat 22,  
9000 Ghent.
 
WWW.ARABISLAMICSCIENCE.UGENT.BE/INITIATIVES

SYMPOSIUM ON ISLAM AND SCIENCE
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Dedication and enthusiasm  
for dialogue and participation

They are young, enthusiastic and take part in discussions 

on Ghent University policy. An interview with the repre-

sentatives of assistant academic staff and scientific staff 

on broad consultation, excellent teaching, the A1 mania 

– and that unique Ghent University feeling.

o you really have 
a say in Ghent 
University policy?
Stijn Baert: ‘Most defi-
nitely. Take the example 
of the file on the extra 
professors. The Flemish 
government had made 
resources available for 
the recruitment of extra 

professors. We were fully behind this: it was 
great news for the institutions and also created 
opportunities for young researchers. Suddenly 
someone came up with the idea to use this 
money to fill a hole in the budget. We pulled out 
all the stops to defend the extra professors. We 
drew up an open letter, went to the press and 
had the support of the students and the rector 
and vice-rector. And we were successful: this 
year we’ll get 21 extra professors, and the same 
number next year.’
 
Annelies Verdoolaege: ‘We also played a major 
role in the teaching assistant file. (Teaching 
assistants have a special statute in which, for 

PASSION?

D
 example, they build up a small pension entitle-
ment. Last summer a new policy proposal was 
drawn up around their statute, Ed.) We invited 
the chief academic administrator to a meeting 
with the teaching assistants themselves who 
were able to put forward all their grievances and 
concerns. The report of this meeting was used 
as the basis for the final regulations.’
 
Who do you actually represent?
Wouter Rogiest: ‘All together it’s about half of 
all Ghent University staff, with very diverse pro-
files: teaching assistants, scientific staff linked 
to Ghent University itself, people who receive a 
grant from the Research Foundation Flanders 
or the Special Research Fund, junior assistants 
who combine teaching and research … It’s 
not obvious that all these people should be 
represented together. So that’s why we think it’s 
important to get as much feedback as possible, 
certainly from people who are concerned about 
certain issues.’
 
Mieke Dolphens: ‘We have set up a consult-
ing body across all the faculties, specifically 

GHENT UNIVERSITY!
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 intended for assistant academic staff and scien-
tific staff. Since the start of 2013 we have been 
meeting every other month with representatives 
from the various faculty boards, central boards 
and committees. So we get to hear what’s going 
on. For specific files we open the meeting to 
all members of assistant academic staff and 
 scientific staff. Only in this way can we proactively 
form a vision and help draw up the agenda for 
the board of governors and the executive board.’
 
What are your main areas of contention 
for the coming years?
Stijn Baert: ‘We want the university to allocate 
its funds differently. A new allocation key is 
to be introduced from the academic year 
2016-2017. The focus at the moment is on 
research presentations, while teaching and 
services are ignored. Excellent teaching needs 
to be valued more highly. Society expects this 
quality of teaching from us, but at present it’s 
barely included in the allocation key. It only 
takes account of factors such as the num-
ber of students, the number of subjects or 
the work forms of the subjects. These don’t 
make a  distinction between “adequate” and 
“excellent” teaching.’
 
Mieke Dolphens: ‘Since last year all vacancies 
for professors with a teaching assignment 
state that they must have excellent teaching 
competencies and qualities. We have had to 
ask for this, while it really should be a  matter 
of course. Some people say that you can’t 
measure excellent teaching, but we do measure 
excellent research.’
 
Annelies Verdoolaege: ‘Service is also a core 
task of the university. We must communicate our 
knowledge and expertise to society by making 
sure that our voice is heard in the media and by 

giving lectures. Some professors, such as Carl 
Devos and Koen Schoors, frequently take part in 
public debates. Within the university not every-
one considers this important. In my opinion 
what they do is extremely valuable: it’s our duty 
to work together on the society of tomorrow.’
 
What needs to change in the allocation  
key for research?
Stijn Baert: ‘We must look at research in more 
detail. An international publication (A1) is given 
the same weight in almost every faculty, while the 
research cultures are very different. The current 
allocation key takes no account of differences in 
acceptance chances, lead times, number of au-
thors, purity of methods, etc. Everything is given 
the same value, while the costs are completely 
different. The A1 mania is, of course, the subject 
of international discussion, but the internal allo-
cation key is our responsibility.’
 

In conversation with: 

Mieke Dolphens (photo left)

Department of  

Rehabilitation Sciences and 

Physiotherapy

Wouter Rogiest (photo left)

Department of Telecommunications

and Information Processing

Stijn Baert (photo right)

Department of Social Economics

Annelies Verdoolaege (photo right)

Department of Languages and 

Cultures – African Studies



What they do

There are 35 voting members on the board of governors 
of Ghent University. Three of them represent assistant 
academic staff and and scientific staff: Wouter Rogiest 
(department of Telecommunications and Information Pro-
cessing),  Annelies Verdoolaege (department of  Languages 
and Cultures – African Studies) and Mieke Dolphens 
(department of Rehabilitation Sciences and Physiotherapy).
 
The executive board has eight members. Stijn Baert 
 (department of Social Economics) represents the 
 academic assistant and and scientific staff.
 
The board of governors draw up the strategic plans, 
while the executive board is the executive body. The 
representatives are directly elected in elections held 
every two years.

Annelies Verdoolaege: ‘It’s true that the 
debate goes beyond our university. But 
we’re not just a voice crying out in the 
wilderness. There’s a growing international 
trend to pay more attention to slow science, 
to quality and to the impact on society. 
Did you know that more attention is being 
paid to this societal impact in all kinds of 
prestigious rankings? In the United States and 
Scandinavia too people are realising that the 
pressure on young researchers is becoming 
too great. This awareness gives hope for 
the future.’
 
Is the voice of Ghent University being heard 
enough in this debate?
Annelies Verdoolaege: ‘There are initiatives to 
improve the situation of young researchers. I’m 
thinking, for example, of the Actiegroep Hoger 
Onderwijs (Higher Education Action Group): 

17
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a lot of people from Ghent University were 
among those taking the initiative. We talked to 
the politicians and rectors of various universi-
ties about how to approach the problems. The 
campaign received a lot of media attention and 
their petition was also a big success.’
 
Wouter Rogiest: ‘Ghent University is certainly 
moving in the right direction, for example with 
the postdoc community, a network of 1,150 
postdocs over all the faculties. The aim is to 
support postdocs in their career options within 
and outside of the academic world. The univer-
sity also wants to make the value of a doctorate 
better known in the private sector. People with 
a doctorate are specialists in their research 
 discipline, but also have a lot of cross-dis-
ciplinary competencies which is not always 
fully appreciated.’
 

Where does your commitment  
to Ghent University come from?
Stijn Baert: ‘The Ghent University feeling! I’ve 
had this feeling ever since I was a student. It 
has to do with the opportunities the university 
offered me and with its values: independent, 
pluralistic and critical. And when I think about 
Ghent University, I don’t think of “them”, but of 
“us”. We are Ghent University!’
 
Wouter Rogiest: ‘It’s a challenge for me to 
combine my scientificl work and my policy 
work. My main aim is to form a bridge between 
the individual members of our section and the 
institution as a whole. That’s also what I always 
say to junior assistants and scientific staff: 
come and see mee, make demands on my time, 
don’t get down about things, as we clearly can 
influence policy.’

More focus 
on teaching
‘From now on all 

vacancies for profes-

sors with a teaching 

assignment state 

that they must have 

excellent teaching 

competencies. 

We have had to insist 

on this.’
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aura and Valerie went to India to work in a home 
for street children and became fascinated with 
the fate of the gipsy community. Now they are 
doing everything they can to give the young 

 gypsies a sustainable future.
 
Valerie: ‘The Narikuravar Colony lives next to the former 
rubbish dump at the airport, literally on the edge of 
society. We went there every day to provide the children 
with the most basic hygiene. Meaningful work, but our 
aim was also sustainable improvement. So we looked at 
how together with the Indian NGO Samugam we could 
set up a project to make a lasting difference. The basic 
idea behind our project – SamuPlan – is that people 
from here undertake to sponsor a child up to the age of 
18. The child can then go to school every day and is no 
longer exposed to dangers like child labour and forced 
marriages. Gypsy parents who want to take part in this 

project regularly receive a basic pack of food and care 
products as encouragement.’
 
Laura: ‘‘Education is the key to give these children the 
chance of a better future. Of course, to do this the basic 
requirements of these families must also be fulfilled. 
Sponsors can give what they want, but the minimum 
amount is 15 euros per month. From 40 euros per year 
donations are tax deductible. Any money that is left goes 
into the personal account of the child. This will give him 
or her an extra boost later in life. There are more than 
100 children in the Pondicherry gypsy community – so it’s 
a huge challenge to help all of them. I never thought that 
the confrontation with fundamentally different norms 
would get to me like this. But it’s a really great feeling to 
have the opportunity to be involved in this.’
 
WWW.SAMUPLAN.WIX.COM/SAMUPLAN

L

UNIVERSE

HELPING  
STREET CHILDREN

From September 2014 to February 2015 Ghent University students 

 Laura Sonck and Valerie Nys went to Pondicherry in India for their master’s 

internship Orthopedagogics. Back home they are continuing their efforts.
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hether cities are doing well or badly 
at the moment, isn’t really impor-
tant’, says Professor Dirk Lauwers. 
‘What matters is improving the 

situation’. And this is what his indicator set is 
designed to do.
 
Dirk Lauwers is a visiting professor at the de-
partment of Civil Engineering at Ghent Universi-
ty and member of the Institute for Sustainable 
Mobility (see box section). Together with a Ghent 
University team he developed his indicator set 
for the World Business Council for Sustainable 

W

Moving in  
a new direction
Professor Dirk Lauwers:

‘The realisation is growing that we are 

coming up against limits to our mobility 

more and more often.’

Development (WBCSD). This is a global organ-
isation of companies who are committed to 
greater sustainability.
 
‘This in itself is innovative’, says Professor 
 Lauwers. ‘People often look to the government 
for mobility solutions, and therefore to the tax-
payer. In this case it’s companies, mainly large 
car companies, who are actively collaborating 
on sustainable mobility in the cities.’
 
The report was completed at the start of 
November 2014. The indicator set is now 
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RIGHT DIRECTION?
Ghent University develops 
standard for urban mobility

being tested as a trial project in cities such 
as Hamburg, Lisbon and São Paulo. ‘It’s been 
validated by some forty international experts 
from the industry, the OESO and the World Bank. 
I am hoping that it’ll develop into a standard to 
improve the mobility of large cities with at least 
half a million inhabitants.’
 
What does sustainability mean according to 
your indicator set?
‘Traditionally everyone uses the three Ps: People, 
Planet and Profit. We have translated Planet 
into global environment: the environment on 

Sustainable mobility continues to be a knotty 

problem. All cities are aiming towards it and the 

media often publish rankings of cities. But how do you 

know if cities are moving in the right direction? Ghent 

 University has developed a set of indicators which 

should develop into an international standard.

a global scale, climate change, etc. For us People 
means qualify of life. It involves, for example, the 
local environmental quality, including fine dust, 
but also traffic safety or the quality of the public 
domain, such as parking or playgrounds, and 
social safety, for example, on public transport. 
The third P, Profit, has to do with the economic 
effect of mobility on the city. For example, what 
happens when everyone is stuck in a queue?
 
We have added a fourth criterion to these three 
Ps: the performance of the mobility system 
itself: easy accessibility, but in particular also 

MOVING IN THE
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good interconnectivity between the systems. Is 
it easy to switch from the train to the bicycle, 
tram, car or taxi? Is there enough space to bi-
cycle or to go by foot? In the US in some places 
there are whole districts without pavements so 
that you are forced to go by car.
 
Based on these principles we have developed a 
set of 22 indicators, each with a clear formula to 
calculate and calibrate them: what do we mean 
by “a lot of noise”, what is defined as “a lot of 
accidents”? In international terms, what is good 
value and what poor value?’
 
How are these indicators used?
‘Generally indicators are used to look at how well 
or how badly a city is doing in comparison with 
others. We don’t give scores, but use a spider 
chart: a kind of spider’s web on which the score 
for each indicator is marked. The closer to the 
outside of the web, the better. In this way you can 
see at a glance where the weak points are.
 
Another partner within the WBCSD has drawn 
up a portfolio of some sixty concrete solutions, 

from electric vehicles and silent asphalt to more 
bicycle paths or free bus lanes. Each city can 
then use our spider web to work out the effects 
of these solutions: if we replace city buses with 
electric buses, what will this change? The aim 
is to achieve a good balance, with the same 
amount of attention paid to all the indicators. If 
you only want to solve one aspect, this kind of 
information has no use’.
 
Sceptics will, of course, be thinking: industry 
is going to use this instrument to sell its 
solutions under the guise of sustainability.
‘Yes this is partly true -the companies will want 
to put their environment-friendly technologies 
on the market. And there’s nothing wrong with 
this. Car manufacturers are also starting to think 
about the position of the car in the city. The fact 
that Brussels has more fine dust than Peking 
or that Paris has days when only Parisians with 
number plates ending in odd numbers can 
drive in the city – this isn’t good for anyone, and 
it’s also a bad thing industry. The realisation is 
growing that we are coming up against limits 
more and more often.’



APPS TO IMPROVE MOBILITY
The Sustainable Mobility Research lab (IDM) 
wants to bring all the research groups at Ghent 
University involved in mobility and logistics under 
one umbrella. IDM carries out research in three 
main areas:

 1  People and company: Why do people move 
about? What is the effect of this movement 
behaviour? How are logistical activities organ-
ised and optimised?

2  Technology & tools: a cluster around new 
technology in the area of data collection and 
data processing. This will make it easier to 
follow up and manage mobility and logistics. 
New apps are also useful here.

3  Governance and transition mobility: 
How can the mobility policy be changed 
and how can you shape the mobility of the 
future today?

‘Sustainable mobility is actually a contradiction in 
terms’, says IDM chairman Professor Frank Witlox 
(department of Geography). ‘The most sustainable 
form of mobility is perhaps no mobility, but no-one 
wants that. With IDM we are trying to contribute 
to a better, more balanced and intelligent look at 
mobility and logistics.’

‘Just think of the apps that we are helping to 
develop. They can be used to chart the mobility 
patterns of large groups much more accurately 
than previously, in real time. But you can also use 
them to facilitate the sharing of bicycles or cars.’

INTENSIVE PRACTICAL STUDY
This is on the increase, according to vice 
chairman Professor Luuk Boelens (department 
of Civil Engineering). ‘The younger generation 
in particular shares practically everything. 
New actors on the mobility market are 
taking advantage of this: just think of Uber, 
Google or TomTom. We are following all these 
developments and innovations closely: we 
are looking to see whether they also offer 
opportunities to organise mobility better and 
specifically in a more environment-friendly 
and sustainable way.’
 
‘We’re also carrying out practical studies. As 
far as I know we’re the only Flemish university 
doing this so intensively. For example, in 
the N16 corridor between Sint-Niklaas and 
 Willebroek/Mechelen we have set up Living 
Labs: a mobility platform where companies 
from the region can reduce their ecological 
footprint. They can do this, for example, by 
 setting up company bicycle schemes and 
sharing these with other companies and 
institutions, or by making minibuses available 
for employees so that they can travel to work 
together rather than in nine separate cars.’
 
WWW.IDM.UGENT.BE

Professor Frank Witlox
(Department of Geography)

Professor Luuk Boelens
(Department of Civil Engineering)
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Excited by 
technology
‘Nowadays you need to 

supplement economic 

knowledge with techno-

logical knowledge’,  

Wilson De Pril says.



S

Wilson De Pril,  
director general Agoria

o why did you choose economics?
‘Economics has always interested me, 
partly because in principle everything 
fits together so simply. You have to 

bake the prosperity cake before you can share it 
out, you can only spend money when you have 
earned it or can pay it back with interest: these 
are clear principles. I know they are now being 
questioned once more, but  anyway …
 
I was sorry when I had to choose between 
Business Economics and General Econom
ics after the second year. In the end I chose 
Business Economics, but later I followed a 

longterm macroeconomic programme at the 
Vlerick  Management School. The combina
tion is exciting: business economics studies, 
for example, how a company functions, and 
general  economics how prosperity is created. 
I sometimes get the impression that very few 
 policymakers actually understand this properly.’
 
It is sometimes said that economists live 
in ivory towers: ‘If the reality doesn’t fit 
the theory, the reality has to change.’
‘I hope and am convinced that things are 
different today, but we actually had a professor 
who explained to us – without tolerating any 
contradiction – that a banking crisis like that 
of 1929 could never happen again. In the exam 
you had to demonstrate this impossibility, 
otherwise you were screwed.
 
Really as a prof you should say: use a practical 
example to demonstrate in what circumstanc
es a crisis of this kind could occur again. Teach 
your students to think critically, in a variety of 
scenarios. I am convinced that this is hap
pening much more today. Students have also 
become more critical, I think, and subjects are 

‘ I ENJOYED STUDENT 
LIFE TO THE BRIM’

‘One of the best and most exciting  periods 

of my life’, says Wilson De Pril talking 

about his time as a student. He studied 

Economic Sciences at Ghent University 

and is currently director general of Agoria 

Flanders, the federation of companies in 

the technological industry.
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That’s why I’m pleased that children are 
introduced to technology at primary 
school level and that technical educa-
tion at secondary level is now valued 
more highly. But we’ve got a long way 
to go. In Germany technological talent 
is at the top of the social ladder, there 
is huge respect for engineers. Technical 
and technological talent is still always 
undervalued here.’

What kind of student were you?
‘I completed my studies in four years. At 
that time there was no flexibility: you ei-
ther passed or you didn’t, clear and sim-
ple. Today it’s become a bit too complex, 
but they say it’s better for the students. 
We’ve all been students: you chose the 
path of least resistance. In the long term 
that’s not always the best solution. In 
business things aren’t always easy.

It’s really bizarre: the person who is 
top of the class at secondary school, 
often doesn’t get as far as a bache-
lor’s degree, and the best performing 
 student at university is seldom the 
most successful in professional life. 
There are exceptions, but these confirm 
the rule. I remember Guy Verhofstadt, 
who was in the year behind me at the 
athenaeum. His exam results? Nothing 
to write home about. And yet be made 
such a brilliant career.

And this isn’t so strange. Your time as a 
student is a life phase in which the world 
opens up for you. Of course, you have to 

taught in a much more innovative way 
– and so they should be, forty years on.’

With the knowledge that you 
have now, would you choose to study 
economics again?
‘Definitely. It is still an interesting  subject 
to study. But nowadays you need to 
supplement economic knowledge with 
engineering and technology knowledge, 
whether or not by further study. Without 
technological knowledge you isolate 
yourself from so many possibilities for 
information and dialogue. And technolo-
gy is the key to all social solutions, from 
energy to environment and health care.
 

Not just  
study …
‘My advice: you also 

have to make the time 

to participate in social 

and cultural activities. 

This helps to make you 

a  complete human being.’
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Wilson De Pril
° Ghent, 1951
Master in Economic Sciences  
(Ghent University, 1973)

and strategy. Just ask any person on the 
street, no-one can tell you what they are.
 
The challenges don’t get any less. Many 
companies, for example, are moving 
to Eastern Europe, where the mar-
ket is growing rather than stagnating 
and where you can get well trained 
engineers at a fraction of the cost a 
company has to pay here. If we want 
to keep the industry here, something 
really needs to be done with wage 
costs. We’ve been saying this for twenty 
years, together with the OESO, the IMF, 
the  National Bank of Belgium and the 
 Planning Bureau – but nothing happens.
 
Flanders isn’t the centre of the world 
and the world is developing very 
 quickly. I’m not pessimistic, but you 
don’t come up with solutions by 
sticking your head in the sand. And 
sometimes I get the impression that’s 
what we’re doing.’

study, but you also have to make the time 
to participate in all kinds of social and 
cultural activities. This makes you as a 
person. I myself really enjoyed student life 
– at the time it was still traditional student 
life, exchanging views in cafés, endless 
discussions, etc. The internet didn’t exist: 
you had to go outside to communicate 
with others. It was one of the best and 
most interesting periods of my life. And 
this was followed by the army – one of the 
worst. The contrast was frightening.’
 
How did you start working for Agoria?
‘I had actually already been recruited 
by Bell, now owned by Alcatel-Lucent, 
when I heard that I could start at 
 Fabrimetal, which is now Agoria. It’s 
true that the salary I was offered was 
less, but I had the impression that 
I could learn much more there as a 
young graduate. Agoria represents so 
many companies, you get a very broad 
picture of the industry and you have 
to learn new things yourself all the 
time. I found this very interesting. I 
gradually worked my way up. Now and 
then I thought about leaving, but I’m 
not one to job hop. Agoria also plays a 
social role: you have to be convinced 
that industry has an important role 
to play in society and be prepared to 
put in the effort to support industry, in 
 everyone’s interest.

Do you think that industry is in a good 
position in Flanders and Belgium?
‘The government needs a clear vision 

‘The little red book’
‘When I was studying economics, 
a lot of established professors 
had just retired and new ones 
were arriving. Monuments like 
Hein Picard or André Devreker 
were being replaced, young peo-
ple like Erik Delembre or Herman 
Verwilst became a professor.
 
One of the profs I re-
member best was Marcel 
van Meerhaeghe. Perhaps 
because we first came into 
contact with him for economics 
itself. His Economics handbook, 
named after Mao’s Little Red 
Book, was infamous. A very thick 
book. I’ve still got it somewhere 
as a souvenir.’
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Dirk De Craemer 
Head of office, 

Office of Research 
coordination

‘A welcome addition?’

The government has the task of funding 
scientific research and does this, for example, 
via the Special Research Fund, Research 
Foundation Flanders and funding from 
the Agency for Innovation by Science and 
Technology. But the problem is – there 
are always more applicants than funds, 
certainly in times when budgets are tight: 
only 20 to 25% of the projects submitted 
are actually funded. So researchers submit 
a relatively high number of proposals and 
look for support from various kinds of 
financiers such as companies, international 
bodes (including EU) and the general 
public (by means of gifts and sometimes 
also crowdfunding).

Crowdfunding can be a welcome supple-
ment to limited funds. But could it also be 
a real alternative? It would have to generate 
large amounts of money: if you want a young 
researcher to work on a project for four years, 
you will need at least 170,000 euro in staff 
resources. Crowdfunding is less suited for 
research areas that are not directly accessible 
to the general public – e.g. pure mathematics. 
To generate interest for your research project 
from a wide public, you have to invest time and 
energy on a permanent basis. You also need 
the ability to communicate about your project 
in an accessible and convincing manner. Not 
everyone has the skills needed for this, even 
though he or she may be a top researcher.

CROWDFUNDING: 
SUPPLEMENT 

OR ALTERNATIVE 
TO PUBLIC  
MONEY?

WHAT DO 

YOU 
THINK?
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Professor Linos 
Vandekerckhove

Department of Internal 
Medicine, HIV Translational 

Research Unit

Fund-raising campaigns such as Kom op 
tegen Kanker have really helped cancer 
research. If people feel involved in a research 
theme, they will support it. With our crowd-
funding platform ‘Unravelling HIV’ we are 
looking for money for research for a drug that 
doesn’t suppress the HIV virus, but switches 
it off. This aim is clear and comprehensible 
and appeals to the imagination. At the end 
of last year we organised a big event in the 
University Forum that Ghent University made 
available to us free of charge. We managed 
to raise 35,000 euros.
 
We had put together an exciting evening, with 
a positive dynamic: no pictures or stories 
of seriously ill patients, but entertainment, 
music, great food, an auction, a fashion show, 
etc. All kinds of people and organisations 

rallied behind our initiative and helped us. 
This involvement also has a positive effect on 
our HIV patients. The realisation that people 
are really concerned about what you are 
going through gives you energy – one patient 
told me that he started taking his medication 
again as a result of this.
 
But what you have to realise is that crowd-
funding takes a lot of effort. It’s not possible 
to set it up and coordinate it yourself, as 
you’d have no time for your research. We get 
support from Ghent University, our patients 
get the ball rolling and a staff member is 
responsible for the follow-up. I myself try to 
communicate in the media about our HIV 
research and to create greater visibility.’
 
WWW.HIVONTRAFELEN.BE

'Involvement is important'

Judith Van Dorpe
But what about objectivity? 
What if the research gives 
‘no result’ (which is actually 

also a result, the fact that something doesn’t 
exist also means something)? Or what about 
research that society finds less interesting? 
Or something involving ‘retesting’, how can 
you explain that you have to test things 
several times to be certain that you weren’t 
wrong the first time? (I’m speaking mainly 
for the social sciences)
5 April at 1:35 hours

You think on Facebook as well. We asked you: if researchers are able to make you 
 enthusiastic about their project, would you give them money?

Bjorn Gens
Certainly, on the condition that 
crowdfunding doesn’t take over 
from other funding and is just 

an extra option to make even more research possible. 
Science based just on crowdfunding would be 
detrimental to science as a whole.
4 April at 5:45 hours

Wim Bruyneel
Yes if I agree with the 
specific project .
4 April at 10:44 hours
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SOME PEOPLE THINK THAT SCIENTISTS 
ARE TOO CONCERNED WITH PUBLISHING, 

COMPETITION AND A1 MANIA. WHAT 
ALTERNATIVE DO THEY SUGGEST?

Read more about the passion and dedication of Ghent 
University postdocs on page 14.

QUESTION

DARE TO THINK
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DOES LOOKING UP  
OR DOWN DETERMINE 
YOUR SHOPPING 
BEHAVIOUR?

THEY DARE TO THINK

‘If you are concentrating or want to study 
 something in detail, you look down’, according 
to Anneleen Van Kerckhove. ‘If you are think-
ing creatively or making associations, you lean 
back and look up. The downwards look means 
proximity and concreteness. The upwards look 
suggests distance and abstraction.
 
People evaluate a product on the basis of two 
dimensions: its feasibility – cost price, user 
friendliness, reliability – and desirability – 
the advantages that make a product attractive. 
In one of our studies we asked people to 
choose between two printers: printer A was 
very reliable – and therefore feasible – and 

had a slightly lower print quality that made 
it less desirable. For printer B the reverse 
was true.
 
And the result? The people who looked down, 
mainly chose printer A. Those who looked up, 
chose printer B. The downward look reduces the 
distance to the product and makes you focus 
on feasibility, while the upwards look shifts 
your attention to the desirability. Another study 
showed that people who looked down were 
more likely to stay with their favourite brand. 
Our research is also relevant for online 
shopping: smartphone users look down, 
whereas PC users look up.’

Up or down
If you are making decisions in a shop, does it 

make a difference whether you look up or down? 

Anneleen Van Kerckhove (centre), Professor 

Iris Vermeir (left) and Professor Maggie Geuens 

(Department of Marketing) carried out a study 

(Journal of Consumer Research, April 2015).
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‘ If you look down, you are more likely 
to stay with your favourite brand’



DARE TO THINK

Scroll back for the question

ANSWER

PB- PP  B-
BELGIE(N) - BELGIQUE

bpost
00043

SLOW SCIENCE

DARE TO THINK magazine is the English version of the magazine 'Durf Denken’ of Ghent University • 'Durf Denken’ is published each month, except in 
July and September DECEMBER 2014 P916868 | V.U. Anne De Paepe, Rector – Ghent University • p/a Communication Office, Ghent University, Het Pand, 
Onderbergen 1, B-9000 Ghent




